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insect	 are	 indescribable,	 and	 none	 but	 a	 naturalist	 can	 understand	 the	 intense	
excitement	 I	 experienced	when	 I	 at	 length	 captured	 it.	On	 taking	 it	out	of	my	net	and	
opening	 the	glorious	wings,	my	heart	began	 to	beat	 violently,	 the	blood	 rushed	 to	my	
head,	 and	 I	 felt	 much	 more	 like	 fainting	 than	 I	 have	 done	 when	 in	 apprehension	 of	
immediate	 death.	 I	 had	 a	 headache	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 day,	 so	 great	 was	 the	 excitement	





Several	 themes	 important	 for	 the	 philosophy	 of	 art	 touched	 upon	 here:	 the	 force	 of	
aesthetic	 experience;	 the	 impulse	 to	 try	 to	 share	 it	 with	 others;	 anxiety	 or	
disappointment	over	the	communicability	of	the	experience	and	of	course	the	beauty	of	





wondered	about	 its	 relationship	 to	human	artistry	and	proposed	 that	beauty	 in	 living	
nature	was	 related	 to	 sexual	 selection	which	 he	 distinguished	 from	 natural	 selection.		
His	 position	 was	 contested	 by	 the	 co-discoverer	 of	 natural	 selection,	 Alfred	 Russel	
Wallace.	Wallace,	for	the	reasons	discussed	below	thought	this	unlikely,	maintaining	that	










I	 have	 called	my	 approach	 here	 ‘another	 Darwinian	 aesthetics’	 to	 distinguish	 it	 from	
views	 that	 extrapolate	 too	 quickly	 from	 the	 case	 of	 the	 peacock’s	 tail,	 a	 phenomenon	
that	 is	 in	 fact	 rather	 poorly	 understood.	 	 These	 include	 	 Dutton’s	 view	 that	 artistic	
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productions	 are	 costly	 displays	 that	 attract	 according	 to	 the	 ‘handicap’	 principle	 and	
Miller’s	 view	 that	 artistry	 is	 a	 a	 male	 display	 feature	 that	 was	 selected	 for	 in	 the	
































































The	 existence	 of	 these	 objects	was	 profoundly	 puzzling	 to	Kant	 because	 he	 could	 not	
bring	himself	to	believe	either	that	God	or	nature	had	in	fact	produced	anything	whose	
sole	 purpose	was	 to	 be	 looked	 at	 from	 the	 outside.	 	 Kant’s	 God	was	 a	moral	 idea	 of	




The	 contemporary	 discipline	 of	 philosophy	 of	 art	 has	 followed	 Hegel’s	 lead	 against	
Kant’s.	 	 In	 Richard	Wollheim’s	Art	 and	 its	 Objects,	 Hegel’s	 differentiation	 becomes	 an	
accusation:	that	Kant’s	point	of	departure	introduced	confusion.		Wollheim’s	agenda	was	
the	characterization	of	the	‘aesthetic	attitude’	and	while,	like	Kant’s	‘taste,’	the	aesthetic	
attitude	was	 free	of	 practical	 considerations	of	 utility,	Wollheim	 claimed	 that	what	he	
called	‘uncontrived	nature’	could	be	regarded	aesthetically	only	in	a	derived	sense.		
	




to	 ‘an	 attempt	 to	 explicate	 our	 understanding	 of	 language	 by	 reference	 to	 the	















Kant	 is	 not	 however	 so	 easily	 dismissed.	 	 His	 question,	 why	 does	 nature	 produce	
beautiful-to-us	 superficial	 characteristics	 along	 with	 useful-to-the-organism	
characteristics	was	a	problem	for	anyone	who	did	not	believe	 in	a	great	Designer,	and	




aesthetic	 sense	 and	 he	 was	 puzzled,	 as	 Kant	 had	 been,	 by	 the	 seemingly	 gratuitous	
beauty	 of	 natural	 forms.	 Natural	 selection	 favours	 efficient	 metabolisms,	 resilient	
internal	 organs,	 and	 strength,	 cunning	 and	 speed,	 and	 nowadays	we	would	 for	 some	

















not	 acquire	 a	 mate	 would	 not	 pass	 on	 its	 traits	 to	 the	 next	 generation	 and	 being	
attractive	 to	 the	 other	 sex	might	 compensate	 for	 weakness	 on	 the	 other	 parameters.	
Beauty	 in	 looks,	 sounds	 and	 behaviour	 was	 an	 object	 of	 selection	 by	 other	 sentient	
organisms.	
	
Darwin	 believed	 that	 consciousness	 was	 found	 far	 down	 the	 phylogenetic	 scale,	
extending	to	planaria		[1987	604]	and	he	claimed	to	find	precursors	of	the	moral	sense	
in	group	living	animals;	there	was	every	reason	to	propose	an	aesthetic	sense	in	animals	















sustained	across	a	variety	of	species	 including	 ‘elephant	seals,	mice,	 fish,	rats,	gorillas,	
monkeys	and	birds.’	 	Women	 in	our	 species	 are	normally	 successful	 in	 controlling	 the	
pacing	 and	 outcomes	 of	 courtship	 offered	 by	 males	 [Moore	 1998].	 Female	 control	 is	







for	 mate	 selection,	 ranging	 from	 accepting	 the	 first	 animal	 of	 the	 opposite	 sex	
encountered,	to	sampling	and	rejecting	a	large	array	before	settling	on	one,	sometimes	





of	 the	 various	 ‘races’	 with	 different	 facial	 features.	 	 There	 was	 no	 single	 standard	 of	





problems	of	 ornament	 and	 the	 formation	 of	 ‘races’	 and	posed	 sexual	 selection	 on	 the	
basis	of	beauty	along	with	other	characteristics.	Convinced	as	he	was	of	the	continuity	of	





molluscs.	Animals	do	seem	to	be	 judging	 their	prospective	mates	on	 the	basis	of	 their	
appearances	and	they	often	seem	to	 like	exaggeration,	symmetry,	and	novelty.	 	Female	
mannikins	 [birds]	 in	 which	 both	 sexes	 are	 drab	 preferred	 to	 mate	 in	 experimental	
situations	with	males	 adorned	with	 red	 feather;	 though	males	 preferred	 unadnorned	
females.	 	 Snails	 appear	 to	 evaluate	 other	 snails	 before	mating	 by	 crawling	 over	 their	





Sometimes,	 however,	 they	 like	 averageness:	 a	 very	 deviant	 male	 might	 not	 be	 of	 the	
same	 species	 resulting	 in	 infertile	 offspring	 and	 wasted	 investment.iii	 And	 when	 a	
popular	 trait	 becomes	 fixed,	 there	 is	 little	 for	 female	 choice	 to	 work	 on.	 	 Enormous	
controversy	has	arisen	over	 the	supposedly	exemplar	case	of	 the	peacock’s	 tail.	 	After	







driving	 force	 in	 evolution	 was	 contested	 by	 Wallace,	 the	 co-discoverer	 of	 natural	
selection.	 	 	 Wallace	 approved	 of	 Darwin’s	 scientific	 approach	 to	 natural	 beauty.	 ‘The	
bright	and	often	gorgeous	coloration	of	insect,	bird,	or	flower,	was	either	looked	upon	as	
having	 been	 created	 for	 the	 enjoyment	 of	 mankind,’	 	 he	 commented,	 ‘or	 as	 due	 to	
unknown	and	perhaps	undiscoverable	laws	of	nature.	…	Darwin	…showed,	clearly,	that	
some	of	 the	colours	of	animals	are	useful,	 some	hurtful	 to	 them;	and	he	believed	 that	
many	of	the	most	brilliant	colours	were	developed	by	sexual	choice	[Wallace		1889:	187]		
	







view	 that	 the	 shapes	 and	 colours	we	 admire	 in	 birds	 and	 other	 animals	 was	 just	 an	





Colour,	 he	 argued,	 is	 selected	 against	 in	 females,	 not	 for	 in	males:	 the	 female	 is	more	
vulnerable.	 	 ‘Natural	 selection	 is	 constantly	 at	 work,	 preventing	 the	 female	 from	
acquiring	 these	 same	 tints,	 or	 modifying	 her	 colours	 in	 various	 directions	 to	 secure	







Wallace	 recognized	 that	 male	 birds	 display	 their	 plumage	 to	 best	 advantage	 and	
perform	stunts	[ibid.	288]	and,	he	agreed,	‘	it	may	also	be	admitted,	as	highly	probable,	
that	 the	 female	 is	pleased	or	excited	by	the	display’	 [ibid.	285]	 	 	But,	he	said,	 ‘it	by	no	
means	follows	that	slight	differences	in	the	shape,	pattern,	or	colours	of	the	ornamental	
plumes	are	what	lead	a	female	to	give	the	preference	to	one	male	over	another;	still	less	
that	 all	 the	 females	 of	 a	 species,	 or	 the	 great	 majority	 of	 them,	 over	 a	 wide	 area	 of	








from	 the	brilliantly	 coloured,	puffed,	 and	 slashed	doublet	 and	hose	of	 the	Elizabethan	
period,	 through	 the	gorgeous	coats,	 long	waistcoats,	and	pigtails	of	 the	early	Georgian	
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role	 in	 influencing	 the	 direction	 of	 evolution	 [ibid.	 295]	 were	 reasonable.	 	 They	
represented	a	selection	of	Darwin’s	own	observations	and	included	the	following:	
	
1) Displays	 often	 occur	 after	 the	 pair	 has	 bonded,	 so	 they	 cannot	 function	 as	
selection	criteria.	
2) Females	 (in	 the	 henyard	 anyway)	 preferred	 "the	 most	 vigorous,	 defiant,	 and	
mettlesome	male,"	not	the	prettiest	[ibid.	286].		
3) The	 ‘surplus	 of	 strength,	 vitality,	 and	 growth-power’	 in	 males	 was	 sufficient	
explanation	 of	 their	 ornaments,	 and	 of	 the	 seeming	 correlation	 between	
ornament	and	preferences	[ibid.	293].		
4) The	 female’s	perceptual	 apparatus	 is	not	 sharp	enough	 to	 ‘cause	her	 to	 choose	
her	mate	 on	 account	 of	minute	differences	 in	 their	 forms,	 colours,	 or	 patterns’	
[ibid.	294].		
5) Acting	on	aesthetic	preferences	implies	making	a	voluntary	choice	beyond	being	





individuals.	 	 Wallace	 had	 been	 assured	 that	 moths	 choose	 their	 mates	 pretty	






for	women	unconstrained	by	economic	and	 social	needs.	 	But	 those	 choices	would	be	
directed	 to	 worthy	 qualities	 not	 prettiness.	 	 Unlike	 Darwin,	 who	 was	 probably	 a	
materialist,	Wallace	believed	that	there	had	been	a	second	act	of	creation…,	“a	giving	to	
man,	when	he	had	emerged	from	his	ape-like	ancestry,	of	a	spirit	or	a	soul.	Nothing	in	




under	 the	headings	of	honest	signalling	and	handicap	 theory	 [Zahavi	 	1975;	Hamilton	
and	Zuk	1982].	The	 idea	 is	 that	 the	healthiest,	most	 robust	organisms,	unmenaced	by	
too	many	 life-draining	parasites	 can	produce	elaborate	and	highly	 symmetrical,	hence	
beautiful,	structures	and	dances.	An	animal	that	does	so	advertises	its	underlying	vigor	
and	 its	ability	 to	have	survived	 the	encumbrances	of	 fancy	 tails	or	heavy	antlers.	 	The	
male	on	the	honest	signaling/handicap	view	is	indicating	that	he	is	a	healthy	bird	with	






By	 contrast,	 Darwin’s	 view	 was	 that	 a	 trait	 could	 be	 preserved	 or	 enhanced	 simply	







something	 better.	 	 Ronald	 Fisher	 confirmed	Darwin’s	 supposition	 that	 a	 trait	with	 no	
positive	 correlation	 to	 male	 viability	 and	 indicating	 no	 benefit	 to	 the	 female	 or	 her	















Darwin’s	 view,	 Prum	 argues,	 should	 be	 considered	 the	 ‘null	 hypothesis’.	 	 We	 cannot	
prove	that	females	who	seem	to	be	making	pure	aesthetic	choices	are	not	responding	to	
indicators	 of	 nonaesthetic	 ‘good	 genes.’	 	 But	 why	 assume	 this	 as	 a	 methodological	





another	 organism,	 encouraging	 interaction	 with	 it,	 on	 account	 of	 the	 effects	 on	 its	
nervous	 system	 have	 that	 significance.	 vii	 They	 belong	 to	 a	 ‘marketplace	 of	 animal	















We	 can	 think	 of	 plants	 as	 well	 as	 nonhuman	 animals	 as	 ‘attempting’	 to	 exploit	 the	
sensory	systems	and	behavioural	responses	of	other	animals,	and	as	‘experimenting’	by	
unconsciously,	 unintentionally	 evolving	 appearances	 such	 as	 the	 various	 shapes	 and	
colours	 of	 flowers	 which	 are	 trying	 to	 lure	 pollinating	 insects	 or	 stripes	 or	 shadings	
























might	 provoke	 a	 favourable	 reaction	 by	 happening	 to	 push	 another	 animal’s	 buttons.	








Plato	 implies	 in	 the	Symposium,	 to	gaze	on	 it:	 to	 listen	to	 it,	watch	 it,	 sniff	 it,	 run	your	
hands	 over	 it,	 to	 the	 natural	 point	 of	 satiation;	 the	 transmitters	 are	 depleted,	we	 are	
bored	or	conscious	of	duty	awaiting.	 	 In	 the	case	of	a	pretty	pebble	 this	can	of	course	
happen	pretty	fast.		We	want	to	be	’near’	the	sources	of	these	experiences,	sometimes	to	









But	 why	 do	 we	 like	 the	 peacock’s	 tail	 or	 the	 rose	 or	 the	 mollusc’s	 shell	 when	 its	
advertisement	is	not	directed	at	us?	Why	the	near	universal	human	liking,	Kant’s	point	
of	 departure,	 for	 feathers,	 shells,	 flowers,	 sunsets,	 gemstones,	 fireworks	 etc.	 ?	 	 Our	
nervous	systems	must	have	enough	in	common	with	those	of	birds,	bees,	and	perhaps	
even	snails	that	certain	formations,	such	as	symmetrical	or	fractal	structures,	are	both	
easy	 for	 nature	 to	 make	 and	 easy	 for	 animals,	 whose	 nervous	 systems	 are	 equally	







the	 human	 life	 cycle	 and	 practices	 and	 emotions	 in	 such	 a	 sophisticated	 and	 even	
transformative	way	that	all	conceptual	connection	with	natural	beauty	gives	way	to	thi	
special	 kind	 of	 ‘aesthetic	 significance.’	 	 Connoisseurship	 in	 the	 human	 artworld	 can	
enthusiastically	attach	to	things	like	the	Venus	of	Willendorf	or	the	paintings	of	Francis	
Bacon	 whose	 aesthetic	 significance	 is	 remote	 from	 that	 of	 birds	 and	 flowers	 	 I	 will	







Darwin	supposed	that	apes	might	be	impressed	by  as he put it ‘the beauty of  the coloured 
skin and fur of  their partners in marriage.’  (Darwin 2004: 150) The facial features of  some apes 
and monkeys are believed to have been shaped by female choice. 	However,	where	our	closest	
primate	relatives	are	concerned,	ornamentation	does	not	seem	to	have	been	pushed	to	
extremes.	 Individuals	 are	 evaluated	 and	 selected	 as	 mates	 for	 their	 status,	 their	 age	
familiarity,	and	 their	novelty,	but	 there	 is	no	evidence	 that	 their	beauty	 is	noticed	and	
responded	to.	 	Where	we	might	take	human	morality	to	be	an	embellished,	developed,	
corrected	 form	 of	 primate	 protomoral	 behaviour,	 	 the	 proposal	 here	 is	 not	 to	 take	
human	 aesthetic	 behaviour	 as	 an	 embellished,	 developed,	 corrected	 from	 of	 primate	
protoaesthetic	 behaviour.	 Dutton,	 for	 his	 part,	 regarded	 the	 ‘art	 instinct’	 as	 uniquely	
human.	Art,	he	insisted	is	a	human	production,	‘Animals	construct	stunning	objects	and	
put	on	spectacular	performances.’		[2009:	99]	Nevertheless,	they	‘do	not	create	art.’			Art	
he	maintains	 requires	 intention	 and	 control	 over	 a	 formative	 process	 and	 an	 ongoing	
interest	in	the	products.		When	animals	are	interested	in	the	products	as	in	plumage,	it	
was	not	created	 intentionally	and	when	it	 is	created	 intentionally,	 like	the	paintings	of	
chimpanzees	and	elephants,	he	observes,	they	are	not	interested	in	the	products.		
	








	‘In	Vol.	 II.,	 p.	 255,	 you	 speak	of	male	 savages	 ornamenting	 themselves	more	 than	 the	
women,	of	which	I	have	heard	before;	now,	have	you	any	notion	whether	they	do	this	to	




book	 The	 Mating	 Mind	 proposed	 an	 answer:	 Artistic	 production,	 he	 maintained,	 is	 a	
form	 of	 male	 behavior	 that	 was	 selected	 for	 by	 females	 in	 the	 Environment	 of	 Early	
Adaptation.		
	
This	 is	 not	 an	 absurd	 suggestion.	 In	 1985,	 Richard	 Dawkins	 introduced	 the	 term	
‘extended	phenotype’	 to	 include	animal	behaviours	and	productions	 that	are	heritable	
with	 variation	 and	 so	 involve	 a	 genetic	 component	 (which	 may	 be	 prompted	 by	
observation	and	learning).	This	allows	us	to	consider	as	part	of	our	‘animal’	not	just	its	
body,	 but	 the	 structures	 it	 builds	 such	 as	 nests,	 burrows,	 and	 dams,	 its	 behavioural	
dispositions	and	habits,	 its	vocalisations.	The	nest	of	 the	bowerbird	on	 this	view	 is	as	









roughly	 3	 x	 the	 size	 of	 the	 chimpanzee	 brain--could	 not	 have	 evolved	 for	 foraging,	
hunting,	predator	avoidance,	and	infant	care;	for	other	primates	accomplish	these	tasks	
with	their	smaller	ones.		Rather,	he	proposed,	the	brain	evolved	to	display	an	ornament--	
the	 mind.	 The	 human	 mind’s	 most	 impressive	 abilities—linguistic	 ability,	 wit,	
insightfulness,	 and	 artistic	 competence,	 he	 argued,	 are	 “courtship	 tools,	 evolved	 to	
attract	and	entertain	sexual	partners”	(	2000:	4).	xi	
	
Mentality,	 for	Miller,	evolved	as	a	male	display-feature,	analogous	to	 the	peacock’s	 tail,	
with	 witty,	 mathematical	 and	 artistic	 men	 preferred	 as	 mates.	 Because	 of	 genetic	
correlation	between	the	sexes	women’s	brains	got	to	be	almost	as	big	and	their	general	




	would	 predict	 sexual	 dimorphism	 in	 the	 public	 behavioral	 manifestations	 of	
intelligence,	because	the	reproductive	benefits	of	such	displays	would	always	be	
higher	 for	 males	 than	 for	 females	 given	 some	 degree	 of	 polygyny	 [i.e.	 male	
promiscuity].	 .	 .	 Demographic	 data	 on	 the	 production	 of	 costly,	 difficult,	 public	
displays	of	intelligence	such	as	painting	pictures,	writing	novels,	producing	jazz	





For	 Miller,	 this	 is	 true	 ‘Fisherian’	 selection:	 a	 matter	 of	 pure	 liking	 that	 rapidly	
exaggerates	 the	 trait-collection	 of	 ‘creative	 intelligence’	 including	 artistic	 competence	
and	performance.		
	
Denis	 Dutton	 follows	 this	 approach,	 in	 the	 Art	 Instinct	 but	 he	 adds	 some	 Wallacean	
elements	to	Miller’s	more	authentically	Darwinian	approach.		Dutton	takes	beauty	to	be	
an	 indicator	 of	 health	 and	 ‘high	 quality	 genes’	 (	 2009:	 137,	 156)	 and	 he	 believes	 the	
same	 of	 language	 use:	 that	 it	 is	 an	 honest	 signal	 of	 intelligence	 and	 capability	
contributing	to	viability.	(ibid:	152).	He	assumes	that	sexual	selection	‘typically	involves	
aggressive	 fighting	among	males	 for	 females	 in	a	winner	take	all	situation’	(ibid:	139).		
He	cites	many	examples	of	human	males	displaying	ornaments	 to	 females	or	bringing	
them	 pretty	 gifts.	 	 And	 he	 introduces	 handicap	 theory	 to	 argue	 that	 artistic	 objects	
achieve	 their	 effects	 in	 virtue	 of	 being	 ‘the	most	 opulent,	 extravagant,	 glittering,	 and	





agreed	 that	 the	 colours	 and	 forms	of	plants	 and	animals	 are	 shaped	by	biotic	display,	
and	 it	 is	 generally	 agreed	 that	 a	 soul	 did	 not	 descend	 of	 human	 beings	 from	 a	










in	 indicating	 those	 ‘good	 genes,’	 or	 maybe	 women’s	 aesthetic	 preference	 trumps	 all	
indicators	of	poor	paternal	interest	and	competence.		
	






A)Artistic	 competence	 and	 a	 disposition	 to	 exercise	 it	 was	 a	 trait	 that	 was	 gradually	














swapped	 youtube	 videos,	 and	 express	 their	 liking	 for	museums	 and	 restaurants,	 in	 a	
manner	intended	to	impress	and	seduce	others.		Sometimes	it	works,	other	times	it	does	
not.		But	the	phenomena	could	be	explained	by	the	existence	of	a	taste	for	beauty	and	a	
competence	 in	manufacturing	 and	decorating	 that	 are	 accidental	 effects	 ‘spandrels’	 of	











could	 be	 interpreted	 in	 accord	 with	 A)	 or	 C).	 	 Since	 A)	 is	 the	 more	 provocative	
hypothesis,	I	will	concentrate	on	it.	So	what	would	have	to	be	the	case	for	A)	to	be	true?		
	
First,	 it	would	 have	 to	 be	 the	 case	 that	 artistic	 abilities	 and	 the	 propensity	 to	 display	
them	were	heritable	 from	parent	 to	child.	 In	 the	case	of	peacock	plumage,	both	males	








detail	 as	well	 as	 good	motor	 control	 are	 essential,	 but	 importantly	 so	 is	 taste.	 	 In	 the	
biotic	 world	 the	 producers	 and	 evaluators	 are	 different,	 but	 in	 the	 world	 of	 human	




If	 the	 daughters	 have	 taste	 and	 have	 the	 same	 perfectionism,	 attention	 to	 detail	 and	
good	motor	control	as	their	brothers,	they	will	be	producing	art	as	well.		Everybody	will	






the	 hypothesis	 is	 that	 humans	 do	 not	 choose	 their	 mates	 as	 birds,	 lizards,	 fish,	 and	
spiders	do.	Rather,	arranged	‘monogamous’	marriage	with	exchange	of	women	between	








To	be	 sure	 somewhere	between	1-50%	of	 offspring,	 depending	on	 social	 policing	 and	
the	 internalization	 of	 norms,	 are	 the	 products	 of	 adulterous	 relationships	 and	 these	
might	 be	 supposed	 to	 occur	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 spontaneous	 likings	 unaffected	 by	 social	
concerns.	 But	 we	 can	 readily	 suppose	 that	 these	 ‘pure	 likings’	 attached	 to	 limbs	 and	
faces,	gait,	diction,	and	manners,	personality	and	character.	That	adulterous	unions	were	
made	more	likely	by	the	possession	of	artistic	talent	and	likings	for	the	other	person’s	
decorations	 and	dances,	 not	 to	mention	 the	 quality	 of	 their	manufactured	 artifacts,	 is	
possible	but	again	hardly	obvious.		
	
So,	 we	 can’t	 rule	 out	 scenario	 A)	 However,	 the	 only	 reason	 the	 hypothesis	 seems	 to	
suggest	itself	as	better	than	hypothesis	B)	or	C)	or	D)	or	E)		 is	the	greater	professional	
involvement	of	men	vs.	women	since	art	began	to	command	income,	and	the	popularity	
of	 artists	 in	 our	modern	world.	 	 This	 is	 not	 high	quality	 evidence	 for	 an	 evolutionary	
process	beginning	in	the	late	Pleistocene.	Miller’s	observation	that	male	display	rates	in	
the	 fine	 arts	 are	 greater	 than	 female	 display	 rates	 and	 coincide	 with	 the	 peak	
reproductive	years	tells	us	something	about	educational	institutions	and	the	division	of	
labour,	but	hardly	supports	inferences	to	the	EEA		xii	Aesthetic	practices	get	allocated.	In	
hunter-gather,	 and	 nomadic	 societies	 in	which	 artistry	 consists	 in	 the	manufacture	 of	




are	 important	 may	 actually	 use	 aesthetic	 competence	 and	 performance		
nonprofessionally	and	far	more	broadly	than	men,	as	attractants	for	a	scarce	resource.	
Young	 Victorian	 women	 learned	 drawing,	 embroidery,	 piano,	 and	 other	
accomplishments.	 Much	 ‘traditional’	 female	 aesthetic	 activity,	 such	 as	 picking	 out	








The	evolutionary	 theories	of	Dutton	and	Miller	 focus	on	the	production	of	art,	not	 the	
liking	 for	 it.	 But	 this	 is	 backwards.	 Logically	 the	 taste	 for	 beauty	 must	 precede	 the	
appearance	of	beauty,	which	then	exploits	it.	 	And	in	the	human	case	taste—the	ability	
to	 judge	 and	 correct	 one’s	 own	 efforts—must	 arise	 simultaneously	with	manufacture	
and	 performance	 because	 artistry	 unlike	 plumage	 and	 colouration	 is	 under	 voluntary	
control.	Beauty	is	not	beauty	if	it	does	not	trigger	the	liking	and	wanting	response.		
	
The	 favoured	 explanation	 for	 the	 ‘taste	 for	 beauty’	 	 at	 present	 is	 ‘sensory	 bias’	which	
implies	that	‘the	sensory	system	of	any	species	will	be	pre-adapted	to	perceive	some	not	




orginated	 incidentally,	 because	 they	 were	 inherited	 and	 not	 extinguished	 or	 because	
they	make	a	contribution	to	searching	food	or	building	nests	or	doing	other	survival	and	
reproduction	 related	 tasks,	 rather	 than	 not	 through	 active	 selection	 on	 mate	




This	 explanation	 illuminates	Kant’s	notion	 that	 the	aesthetic	 attitude	 is	 ‘disinterested’	
[Kant							]	Kant	distinguished	between	the	good	form	of	a	horse	or	palace	or	woman	–
objects	he	thought	of	as	being	‘good	for’	something	–unlike	the	rose	or	the	seashell.	This	
insistence—and	 the	 theory	 of	 the	 special	 aesthetic	 attitude--	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	
sensory	 bias	 theory.	 In	 aesthetic	 experience,	 cerebral	 mechanisms	 are	 accidentally	
triggered	by	sensory	presentations	having	in	many	cases	nothing	to	do	with	survival	and	
reproduction.,	yet	triggering	the	liking	and	wanting	responses.	What	we	want	from	the	
beautiful	 object	 is	 to	 experience	 it	where	 ‘experiencing’	 can	 be	 distinguished	 to	 some	
extent	from	using.	xiii		
	
Recognising	 that	 aesthetic	 taste	 precedes	 production,	we	 can	 account	 for	 the	 cultural	
phenomena	 Miller	 and	 Dutton	 describe	 without	 introducing	 gratuitous	 hypothesis	 A.		
Tastes	were	latently	there	and	human	beings,	with	all	their	ingenuity	and	dexterity,	then	
discovered	how	to	 tap	 into	 them	for	personal	gratification	and	social	 rewards.	Chance	
inventions:	 the	 cooking	 of	 food,	 metal	 technology,	 horticvulture	 and	 agriculture,	
omnivorousness,	 left	 these	big	brained,	dexterous	people	with	plenty	of	 time	on	 their	
hands.	Once	they	had	acquired	certain	technologies	and	leisure,	humans	moved	on	from	
decorating	themselves	to	decorating	pots,	weaving	patterns,	featherwork,	metal	jewelry,	
later	 architecture,	 tiling,	 wall	 painting.	 Socalled	 primitive	 art	 replicates	 the	 building	




they	 are	 fitted	 to	 the	 human	 nervous	 system	 which	 makes	 use	 of	 an	 underlying	
geometry	 for	 the	 interpretation	 of	 the	 visible	 world.‘Artist’	 became	 a	 special	
occupational	 category	 in	ancient	urban	civilisations,	and	experimentation	and	cultural	
exchange	resulted	in	people	happening	on	new	ways	to	make	things	and	discovering	by	




If	metals	had	higher	melting	points	 than	 they	do;	 if	animals	had	proved	 impossible	 to	
domesticate,	 there	 would	 not	 be	 wealth	 and	 poverty,	 slavery,	 money	 and	 means	 of	
transport	 other	 than	walking.	 There	would	 be	 no	 fine	 art.	 	 But	 there	 probably	would	
have	been	and	would	still	be	clothing,	 jewelry,	mutilation,	and	 face	and	body	painting,	
and	hairdressing	as	biotic	advertisement	expressing	group	membership,	clan	identity,	as	
well	 as	 mate	 eligibility.	 There	 is	 a	 universal	 human	 insistence	 on	 doing	 something	
considered	artistic	or	aesthetically	preferable—making	it	special—as	Ellen	Dissannayke	
[Dissanayeke	 1995:	 39-63)	 says--	 with	 hair,	 face,	 and	 body:	 tattooing,	 scarification,	




desert	 island	 but	 provided	 with	 the	 means	 of	 survival	 would	 discover	 the	 arts	 of	
personal	adornment	and	develop	the	same	liking	for	flowers,	birds	and	shells	that	Kant	
thought	 entirely	 spontaneous	 and	 untutored.	 In	 some	 cases,	 decoration	 seems	 to	 be	
learned	 from	 the	birds.	Andrew	Strathern	 reports	 that	members	of	 the	Melpa	 tribe	of	
Papua	 New	 Guinea	 contrive	 their	 costumes,	 dances	 an	 songs	 to	 imitate	 the	 bird	 of	
paradise	(	2013:	304-5).	
	
The	concept	of	 the	extended	phenotype,	 so	 illuminating	 in	 some	respects,	 can	 lead	us	
into	silliness.	Are	skyscrapers	and	theatre	tickets	are	elements	of	the	human	extended	




can	 do	 without,	 but	 then	 under	 some	 conditions	 animals	 can	 do	 without	 their	
customary	nests,	burrows,	and	dams	too.			I	see	no	way	of	drawing	a	sharp	line	around	
the	 extended	 phenotype	 but	 for	 the	 arguments	 of	 Miller	 and	 Dutton	 about	 sexual	







professional	 artists,	 competitions,	 fees,	 and	 prizes,	 and	 devoted	 connoisseurs	 and	
collectors	 as	 related	 to	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 biotic	 display	 and	 evaluation?	 Prum’s	








one	 that	 has	 given	 rise	 to	 the	 special	 discipline	 of	 Hegelian	 aesthetics,	 most	 human	
artistry	was	both	beautiful	and	functional.		Display	could	and	still	can	signal	class,	rank	
(hence	 the	 existence	 of	 sumptuary	 laws)	 religious	 identification	 (turbans),	
invulnerability	 (armour)	 danger	 (swords,	 wedding	 rings)	 priestliness	 or	 occupation,	
(uniforms),	 rings	or	bound	hair	or	 shaved	heads	 (marital	 status),	 or	mark	 ceremonial	
holidays	 as	Christmas	 sweaters	or	black	 tie	dinners,	 or	 just	 attitudes	 to	 life,	 like	Goth	
makeup	 or	 motorcycle-gear.	 Such	 display	 is	 evaluated	 for	 appropriateness,	 and	










As	 in	nonhuman	aesthetic	progress,	which	can	be	rapid	as	 forms	and	preferences	 in	a	
population	 shift	 [	 	 	 	 	 	 ],	 there	 is	 coevolution	of	 observers’	 appreciation	and	producers	
innovations:	 the	 taste	 of	 critics	 and	 purchasers	 encourages	 certain	 forms	 and	 certain	
innovative	 forms	 succeed	 in	 getting	 themselves	 liked,	 so	 that	 preferences	 sprwad	
through	the	population.	[Prum						]		
	
A	 connoisseur	 class	 develops	 that	 proposes	 authoritative	 judgements	 on	 the	 relative	




virtually	universal	 liking	 for	 some	 forms	of	biotic	display	 and	 light	 and	 colour	 effects,	
and	second	that	there	can	be	a	great	deal	of	convergence	in	certain	connoisseur	classes.		
	
In	 closing,	 I	 return	 briefly	 to	 the	 Hegelian	 objection	 that	 ‘aesthetic	 significance’	
dependent	 on	 ideas	 not	 ‘beauty’	 is	 relevant	 to	 the	 appreciation	 of	 art	 vs.	 the	
appreciation	 of	 nature	 and	 that	 objects	 that	 are	 ‘ugly’	 can	 be	 highly	 significant—my	
examples	were	the	Venus	of	Willendorf	and	most	paintings	by	Francis	Bacon.		
	
No	 one	 will	 doubt	 dispute	 that	 these	 objects	 are	 a)	 produced	 for	 evaluation;	 the	
fabricator	of	the	first	was	trying	to	make	it	come	out	some	way,	and	the	fabricator	of	the	
second	was	making	something	for	exhibition	an	sale.	Also,	they	are	arresting,	and	they	
are	 so	because	 they	are	novel	objects	 for	us	 that	 	 (along	with	dramatic	 tragedies)	 tap	
into	emotional	and	cognitive	systems	designed	for	real	life,	including	disgust	and	fear,	as	
those	 little	white	 feathered	 caps	 apparently	 tapped	 into	 the	 finches’	 sensory	 systems.		
Human	 made	 art	 is	 experienced	 as	 ‘transformative’	 especially	 when	 there	 is	 some	
element	of	horror	and	fear	involved	because	we	are	transfixed	and	have	the	impression	
that	 there	 is	 something	 to	 be	 learned	 from	 these	 new	 appearances,	which	 the	 critic’s	
account	of	them	may	or	may	not	be	able	to	explain.		
	
Although	 I	 took	 strenuous	 issue	with	Wollheim’s	 claim	 that	 beauty	 in	 nature	 and	 the	







the	 exchange	 of	 gifts	 and	 paintings.	 	 The	 phenomenon	 she	 describes	 of	 a	 spiderweb	




exerts	 an	 attraction	 via	 its	 effect	 on	 the	 brain	 of	 the	 fly	 that	 is	 lured	 by	 the	 exciting		

















are	 then	 influenced	 by	 existing	 background	 practice	 in	 cultural	 traditions	 of	 making,	
noticing,	 and	describing	and	are	unthinkable	 in	 the	absence	of	 such	 traditions.	 	But	 it	
was	never	my	intention	to	question	that.	 	My	aim	was	simply	to	understand	fine	art	as	
an	especially	deliberate	and	conscious	form	of	display	implying	a	co-ordination	between	

















ii	 Thus	 	 Stephen	 Davies	 criticizes	 Ellen	 Dissanayke	 Dissanayake	 ditches	 the	
greater	part	of	art’s	artiness	and	intellectual	value.	And	she	becomes	vulnerable	
to	 the	 charge	 she	 makes	 against	 other	 anthropologists	 and	 evolutionary	




























on	 which	 large	 brains	 with	 certain	 perceptual	 biases	 were	 selected	 for	 with	 artistic,	
mathematical	 and	 other	 competencies	 emerging	 as	 by	 products	 of	 cerebral	 size	 and	
organization.	 	One	such	proposal	 is	 the	Cosmides	and	Tooby	view	that	 "The	mind	 is	a	
neural	 computer,	 fitted	 by	 natural	 selection	with	 combinational	 algorithms	 for	 causal	
and	 probabilistic	 reasoning	 about	 plants,	 animals,	 objects	 and	 people."	 Another	 is	
Kristen	Hawkes’	grandmother	‘	hypothesis,	xiaccording	to	which	there	was	selection	for	


















birds,	 insects,	 lizards,	and	fish	but	less	common	in	mammals.	 	The	suggestion	that	this	
must	have	to	do	with	the	XY	system	of	mammalian	sex	determination	vs.	the	ZZ	system	
of	birds	and	butterflies	and	lizards	is	intriguing	but	there	are	conflicting	data.	
	
	
xv	vThis	was	my	first	view	of	an	active	volcano,	but	pictures	and	panoramas	have	so	
impressed	such	things	on	one's	mind,	that	when	we	at	length	behold	them	they	seem	
nothing	extraordinary.	
	
	
xvi	The	evolution	of	exaggerated	sexual	swellings	in	primates	and	the	graded-signal	
hypothesis	CHARLES	L.	NUNN	ANIMAL	BEHAVIOUR,	1999,	58,	229–246	
